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My case study is about collection development policies, both on the repository level 
as well as applying them within individual collections, specifically faculty papers. 
1
My project took place over 9 months, from March to December 2012.  The house is 
256 Tahoma Road in Lexington, KY, home for 54 years to UK home economics 
professor and white civil rights and peace activist Abby L. Marlatt.  She died at age 93 
in 2010, and by the time I moved to Lexington in August 2011 to be Director of 
Archives and University Archivist in the Special Collections Research Center, 
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her caretaker and executor, Esther Rigby was ready to do something with all the stuff 
Abby had left.  Esther herself was in her 80s and not in good health.
3
My mother, Carole Gnatuk, also works at the University of Kentucky.  She and Abby 
had been friends:  fellow home economics majors born and raised in Manhattan, 
Kansas, who ended up at UK.  Mom knew Esther through Abby.  
4
In early 2012, Mom asked me if I would direct handling Abby’s stuff.  Mom would 
provide volunteers from UK’s home economics honorary society Phi Upsilon 
Omecron, but they would need direction about what to keep and what to discard.
5
I agreed. From Abby’s general reference file in the University Archives, I knew that 
she had been hired in 1956 as tenured faculty to direct UK’s home economics 
department.  She was born in 1916 into a prominent Manhattan family that had been 
instrumental in establishing Bluemont Central College (now Kansas State University). 
She had degrees from Kansas State and the University of California at Berkeley, and 
had returned to K-State for her first faculty position.  Although her scholarly output 
hadn’t been stellar, she had been extremely active her entire life in social justice and 
youth, and senior citizen organizations and protest movements.  She had been at the 
center of a campus controversy about freedom of speech for UK faculty over her 
distribution of pacifist leaflets.  UK President Frank Dickey removed her from her 
administrative post in September 1963, but she continued as tenured faculty in home 
economics until her retirement in 1985.  She was increasingly celebrated through the 
years until her death, including receiving the University of Kentucky Sullivan Award 
for community service and induction into the Kentucky Civil Rights Hall of Fame.  
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For those academic archives that acquire faculty papers, the major reasons they do 
so are to: 
1. Document the individual faculty person’s academic functions.
2. To clarify, expand, and/or fill in gaps in the university’s official records.
3. To support the subject, time period, format and/or geographic focuses of the 
archives’ collection development policy.
7
Clearly, just based on her University Archives general file, exploring the contents of 
Abby’s house was important for UK SC’s collecting.
Our mission is:
“to locate and preserve materials documenting the social, cultural, economic, and 
political history of the Commonwealth of Kentucky.”  We also maintain a records 
management program and house the University’s permanent records.
Because in the current SC structure, all archives staff function as generalists across all 
subject and format areas including University Archives, I had the flexibility to appraise 
Abby’s papers from two perspectives:  documenting the University of Kentucky and 
beefing up Special Collections’ holdings supporting research in civil rights activities in 
Lexington in the 1950s-1960s.  
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At the beginning, what we found was Abby’s two-room bedroom suite on the second 
floor, brimming with layers of paper and objects she’d never thrown away and also 
covered with thick dust everywhere.
Thus, my presentation title is “burns like dust.”
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My presentation title is also “Burns like Dust” in homage to Carol Steedman’s 2002 
book, “Dust: The archive and cultural history.” Steedman uses “dust” as a metonym 
for the essence of History--circuitous and never-ending, just like always accumulating 
dust—and for the “dust” of people’s lives and events that historians are “breathing 
in” when they work with primary source material.  
From the perspective of the cultural value of archives, this “dust” is what we select 
when we’re transforming a mountain of paper or electronic records into archives.
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This selection project was exactly this mysterious and interrelated process.  Because 
of the denseness of the packed layers, during every Saturday work day, I was usually 
making selection decisions on multiple levels at once.  And, because we had to take 
loads of stuff to be shredded and/or to Goodwill at the end of every work day to 
make room for the next work period, these decisions were burning—they were 
irrevocable and continually changed the physical landscape of the interior house as 
well as the intellectual landscape of the emerging archival collections.
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Micro-appraisal:  From the first minute, we recycled magazines and newsletters from 
national organizations, routine donation requests, and all the financial documents 
going back to the 1950s.  
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Also from the first minute, I decided to keep all the piles of correspondence we found 
everywhere since it was clear that: 
-Abby was a connector of people 
-and I wouldn’t be able to evaluate the huge amount effectively in the time I had, 
-and that a random sample would destroy any meaning in the correspondence. 
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Concurrent with the initial micro-appraisal, we discovered that Abby had also kept 
other people’s things.  
For example, we found 5 boxes under Abby’s bed that turned out to be papers of Elna
Smith Melvin, a friend of Abby’s from the Unitarian Universalist Church.  Elna was 
born in 1903 in Blair, NE, to Danish-American parents. After an English degree in 1925 
from the University of Nebraska, two husbands, graduate and research work for 
various US governmental organizations in sociology and anthropology, and travel and 
residences across the US and Korea and Japan, she ended up in Kentucky in 1965.  
Elna was estranged from her children and grandchildren and Abby served as her 
executor.  
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Similarly, I had known that Abby had had a 30-year relationship with her partner, 
Norma Perry, who had died in 1993. Norma was born in 1922 in Aurora, IL.  Her 
father, Stanley Hazard Perry, had been a influential English professor in the town’s 
Aurora College.  After graduating from there in 1944, she began a peripatetic career 
as a nursery school teacher up and down the east coast and midwest, finally landing 
at UK as a child development instructor for six years from 1960-1966, where she met 
Abby.
In the basement, we found boxes marked “Norma’s” in Abby’s handwriting.  Clearly, 
here was a creator different from Abby and also set aside by Abby as separate from 
her own papers.  
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Abby had willed 19 items of Marlatt family furniture and small objects to the Riley 
County Historical Society in Manhattan, Kansas.  In attic crawl spaces off Abby’s 
bedroom, we found trunks and boxes of clothing and textiles, framed family 
photographs, and other three dimensional objects that Abby had inherited as the last 
and only child of the family.
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Abby’s Kentucky-related materials turned out to have practically nothing relating to 
any function of the University.  Disappointing!
However, the bulk of her papers do document the activities of local organizations that 
were instrumental in shaping race relations in Lexington, especially from the 1950s-
1970s.  
In addition, the majority of Abby’s letters are found in Norma’s papers.  These shed 
light on Abby’s activities in Lexington and document Abby and Norma’s relationship, 
providing insight into a same-sex partnership.
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At the end, in a total of 182 hours of work, I had discovered and appraised 176 total 
cubic feet of 4 collections related to Abby Marlatt and her family, 
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And four collections related to Norma Perry, her family, and Elna Smith Melvin and 
her family.
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As the collections took shape, and we kept on finding and either keeping or 
discarding layers, I was also thinking about where the collections should go.  
The main question for me was, even though the source of the collections is the same, 
does each collection have equal value to UK SC? Do we have the staff, expertise, and 
space to handle the formats?  
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My basic answer was, “no.”  Since 
-the total size of all the collections was fairly large, 
-since many did not relate to or document UK and Lexington
-since there was a large amount of 3-D objects for which we don’t have appropriate 
storage or handling expertise, 
I decided that the collections should go to various repositories because of subject 
and/or geography and time period.  Esther signed deeds of gift with all of these.
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Among other collecting areas, The K-State Special Collections focus on Kansas life and 
culture, as well as Kansas State’s value and legacy.  The Riley County Historical Society 
mission is to educate the public on the history of Riley County.  Abby Marlatt’s K-
State-related papers and the Marlatt family papers and objects would assist both 
repositories with their mission, while geographically and by format, they wouldn’t fit 
with the UK SC collecting policy. 
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Similarly, I decided that the Perry family papers and the Elna Smith Melvin papers 
should go to the Aurora College Doris K. Colby Archives in Aurora, Illinois, and the 
Danish American Archive and Library, respectively. 
23
It’s an amazing coincidence that there’s an archives in Elna Melvin’s hometown, Blair, 
NE, that documents the experiences of all Danish Americans and their descendants, 
so this collection was a great fit for them.  
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By July 2013, all collections had been donated, driven to, and/or mailed to their final 
destinations. The Marlatt papers at K-State are processed and have a finding aid.  The 
Marlatt and Perry papers at UK are minimally processed and described and have 
almost complete finding aids.  The Danish American Archive and Library’s summer 
2013 intern worked on the Melvin papers.
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1. The Phi U volunteers would have thrown out much more than I did, because they 
viewed everything that was within their own professional time period as not 
important or not historical.
2. I discovered that there are patterns of context and content that help guide micro-
appraisal, processing, and description.
3. I didn’t take enough photographs!  I really wish I’d taken some of the basement 
and especially of Abby’s signs that said “Norma’s.”
4. I regret that I didn’t take the time to create a bibliography of Abby’s entire library.  
Her intellectual relationship with ideas and authors mirrored her wide and deep 
relationships with people. A list of the titles would have been a good resource for 
scholars to understand Abby’s context.
26
Archives are the creations of and document human endeavor, which we do in groups. 
This selection project at 256 Tahoma Road has also been about relationships 
spreading outward from Abby and now including me and the colleagues I met, 
resulting in this panel.
Selection is about choice:  burning decisions.  What relationships we choose to foster 
and how has an impact on the selection decisions we make. Thus what comprise 
archival resources that are available for scholarship and administrative and legal 
understanding also reflect our relationship choices.  Selection is done in relationship.
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